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[bookmark: _GoBack]New “megadrought” warning raises stakes along Colorado River

David DeMille , ddemille@thespectrum.com5:33 p.m. MDT October 7, 2016

[image: Lake Mead Water Level Drought (2)]
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Barring a sudden slashing of greenhouse gas emissions worldwide, rising temperatures and a drier climate are likely to lead to decades-long “megadroughts” hitting the southwestern U.S. over the next century, according to a new study.

In a report published this week in the journalScience Advances, researchers use computer modeling to calculate that the region faces between a 70 and 90 percent chance of experiencing a megadrought later this century based on expected rates of temperature increases.

Lead researcher Toby Ault of Cornell University said the risk jumps to 99 percent if precipitation is below normal, explaining that even if precipitation increases, the higher temperatures still dry out the region because of evaporation.

“The likelihood of a megadrought is already increasing, and that risk will continue to go up as long as temperatures keep rising,” Ault told the Associated Press.

Studies of tree rings and other data suggest past megadroughts have lasted between 20 and 35 years, including one that some have linked to the 13th-century collapse of the Puebloan civilization that thrived in places like Mesa Verde.





If global temperatures rise below 2 degrees celsius this century, the goal set in the Paris climate agreement reached earlier this year, then the risks are cut nearly in half, according to the report, but that’s something Ault and three other co-authors contend could be difficult.

“A constellation of adaptation policies, such as demand reduction and increased efficiency strategies, interbasin water transfers, shifts to groundwater reliance, increased surface irrigation and other management measures, could serve to offset some of this increased moisture requirement,” according to the report. “However, the feasibility, sustainability and implementation of these measures and the extent to which they could reduce megadrought risk remain critical open questions.”

A multi-year megadrought could put unprecedented stresses on the region’s already limited water resources, according to the report.

[image: St. George residents gather for the Boardfest at Sand]

 (Photo: Chris Caldwell / The Spectrum & Daily News)

More than 40 million people across seven states depend on water from the Colorado River basin, where years of dry conditions, combined with fast-paced development and population growth, have contributed to Lake Mead dropping some 130 feet in the past 16 years.

The river is already overdrawn, sucked dry before it reaches its delta in Mexico, and by 2060 it is forecast to fall well short of supplying the demands put on it by the growing demand, according to the Bureau of Reclamation.

Utah is among several basin states looking to draw more of its allocation of Colorado River water, with the proposed Lake Powell Pipeline currently going through a federal licensing process.

Climate change was cited as a significant reason the pipeline is needed, according to the state’s application, with past modeling suggesting the Virgin River and its tributaries, which make up the main supply in Washington County, could lose more than 10 percent of their average flows.



Analysis: Utah needs to subsidize 72 percent of Lake Powell Pipeline cost



The pipeline, like several others in the planning process across the length of the river, has been controversial.

Gary Wockner, executive director of Save the Colorado, an advocacy group based inFort Collins, Colorado, said he expects the issue to eventually find its way to federal court, noting that while lower basin states California, Nevada and Arizona have all agreed to cut parts of their allotments as supplies shrink, upper basin states Utah, Colorado and Wyoming are all proposing new projects that would take even more water out of the river before it even gets to Lake Powell.

“Everybody’s saying, ‘We’re going to get ours first’ before it gets shut down by some federal action,” he said. “Nobody, not even the federal government, is looking at the cumulative impact of all the different diversions that are in place and planned along the river.”

Follow David DeMille on Twitter, @SpectrumDeMille, and on Facebook atwww.facebook.com/SpectrumDeMille. Call him at 435-674-6261.
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[bookmark: _GoBack]Nelson Balido: Five facts about the U.S.-Mexico wall (that are Lost in Rhetoric)

By Nelson Balido

Published October 07, 2016

· [image: the wall mexico.jpg]

One of the hallmarks of GOP nominee Donald Trump’s platform is a wall along the U.S.-Mexico border. Using natural barriers where feasible, his plan is to build a 35 foot to 40 foot wall 1,000 miles long. While the idea has been much discussed on the campaign trail, from a border security perspective, the details and implications have been insufficiently debated. Setting the rhetoric aside, there are many aspects to a border wall that Americans need to know. 

Here are five facts stand out that voters should understand:

1. Illegal border crossings will continue. There is a perception that if the wall is high and long enough, it will be insurmountable. But a wall of any size only pushes smugglers and others to dig deeper tunnels or build taller ladders. We know this from experience. When the current 18-foot fence was installed in McAllen, Texas, Border Patrol officers began collecting 19-foot ladders in such number that station supervisors said to stop bringing them in.

Rather than an impenetrable bulwark, a wall is a force multiplier. Like ground sensors, radar, cameras, and the existing 650 miles of fencing along the border, a wall gives Border Patrol additional time to respond to an attempted crossing. As former Customs and Border Protection (CBP) Commissioner Ralph Basham wrote in 2009, “All it really does is buy you time where a crosser could otherwise quickly escape or assimilate. None of the fencing is impenetrable. People will eventually dig under it or cut through it or go over it, but it gives you enough time to respond and apprehend them.”

2. Don’t mess with Texas. A continuous wall would cross private land, where the government needs permission to build. It is ultimately not up to the president nor the Congress to dictate what a citizen does with their land, short of seizing it citing eminent domain. The 2006 Secure Fence Act appropriated funds to build the current fence and patrol roads, and because border lands in Arizona, New Mexico and California are mostly federally owned, the existing 650 miles of fence in those states is nearly continuous. In Texas, however, much of the land along the border is privately owned, and as the government found during construction, many of those land owners do not want a fence on their property.

The previous fence building led to hundreds of private property lawsuits, which would certainly recur with Trump’s border wall project. By consequence, the project could degrade the critical relationships between Border Patrol and citizens. By law, land owners cannot restrict the Border Patrol from patrolling their property within 25 miles of the border; however, land owners could conceivably fence off the roads that lead to their property, restricting the kinds of vehicles Border Patrol can use in some areas or simply reduce them to walking. Creating a wall over the opposition of local residents sets up a number of scenarios that would make Border Patrol’s job harder.

3. $12 Billion won’t cut it. Trump has estimated at different times that the wall will cost between $8 billion and $12 billion. It will almost certainly cost more. The current (incomplete) fence cost $7 billion. The Government Accountability Office reported in 2009 that finishing the fence with the current design would cost $5.1 billion, and maintaining the existing fence will cost $6.5 billion over 20 years. The current fence is made up largely of thick metal plates topped with razor wire. While details are slim, the wall Trump proposes is imagined to be more robust. One engineering estimate for a continuous wall design would require 12.6 million cubic yards of concrete (three times the Hoover Dam) and 5 billion pounds of steel. That volume of material plus costs for labor, safety equipment, heavy machinery, surveying, geological studies, excavation and more could cost some $25 billion. And since the Obama administration called for $274 million for fence maintenance in the 2015 budget request, it stands to reason that upkeep of Trump’s wall could average $600 million or more per year, or at least $12 billion over 20 years. Those billions of dollars have to come from somewhere, and we still need more agents on the border with better weapons, better communications equipment, and as-yet-nonexistent technology to address the increasing use of drones by drug cartels.

4. Mexico won’t pay for it. Trump continues to say Mexico will fund the wall, but the proposals he has put forward to force Mexico to pay are unlikely to yield the full $12 billion he claims they will, much less the $25 billion the wall actually requires. As a threat to get Mexico to pony up, Trump proposes to impound remittances from illegal wages, increase visa fees, increase fees on border crossing cards and increase fees at ports of entry, as well as possible tariffs and reductions in foreign aid.

The thing is, these are not strong incentives for Mexico to pay. A good portion of remittances come from legal Mexican aliens and U.S. citizens, visa and border card fees will impact citizen costs and not Mexican tax revenue, and tariffs hurt U.S. consumers as much (if not more) than Mexican exporters. More than that, Mexican President Enrique Peña Nieto told Trump in person that Mexico would not pay, and the Mexican Treasury Secretary Luis Videgaray concurred that Mexican taxes “would never be used in any scenario to pay for a project of this nature.” By the way, if Mexico was to pay for the wall, will they own it?  Are we going to sell land back to Mexico? I think not.

5. Enter, the Legislature. Even if Mexico paid for the wall, those funds would still need to be appropriated by Congress. That would lead to a protracted, highly politicized fight with wall opponents using every option to frustrate, prevent and stall votes on wall funding. Imagine filibusters, arcane procedural rules and endless lobbying to prevent any congressional movement. The National Review’s conservative writer Jim Geraghty notes, “Until all of these obstacles were overcome — until funding was procured from Mexico, the Congress gave its approval, and the courts signed off — construction of the wall couldn’t even begin.”

It took President Obama more than a year to pass the disastrous Affordable Care Act. Funding the wall would be just as contentious. Meanwhile, it took more than three years from the time President George W. Bush signed the Secure Fence Act to when the fence stretched from San Diego, CA, to Yuma, AZ. Using that as a metric for the time needed to build Trump’s wall, the project could not be completed during his first term. 

Keep in mind, the wall or fence today is anywhere from 3 feet to 300 feet (and in some cases even farther) from the actual border line. That means even if a person was on the other side of the fence, they are technically on U.S. soil, and by law, we would have to go to the other side and arrest them. So are we actually keeping them out, or does a continuous wall just become the new de facto U.S. southern border?

As Americans head to the polls, voters should be aware that for anyone to complete a wall within a first term, they will need to seize private property to build a wall twice as fast and half as cheap as all estimates available. And even if they do, it won’t stop illegal border crossings.

Nelson Balido is the managing principal at Balido and Associates, chairman of the Border Commerce and Security Council, and former member of the Homeland Security Advisory Council.  Follow him on Twitter: @nelsonbalido
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[bookmark: _GoBack]Two years ago, CVWD’s permit for its largest groundwater facility expired. Now the district is applying for a new permit.

Ian James , The Desert Sun3:28 p.m. PDT October 5, 2016

WD seeks new permit for groundwater recharge facility
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The Coachella Valley Water District is reapplying for a permit for its largest groundwater recharge operation.

[image: Whitewater River groundwater replenishment facility]

(Photo: Jay Calderon/The Desert Sun)

 

The Coachella Valley Water District has for decades been using a series of oblong ponds carved into the desert near the base of Mt. San Jacinto to capture imported water from the Colorado River. When water pours out of the Colorado River Aqueduct, it cascades down the serpentine channel of the Whitewater River and collects in the basins, where it seeps into the sandy soil and recharges the aquifer.

The Whitewater River groundwater replenishment facility is the largest in the Coachella Valley and a crucial piece of the district’s strategy of using imported water to boost groundwater levels.

But in 2014, the agency failed to submit an application in time to renew its permit for portions of the facility that lie on federal land, and the permit expired. Now CVWD is applying to the federal Bureau of Land Management for a new permit, and the application could face resistance from the Agua Caliente Band of Cahuilla Indians as the tribe fights the district in federal court in a landmark case over water rights.

The tribe’s leaders have yet to weigh in on CVWD’s application for a “right-of-way” to continue operating the groundwater facility, which spreads out in a fan-shaped series of basins beneath the windmills on the outskirts of Palm Springs. As the Bureau of Land Management considers the district’s request, a point of contention in the lawsuit will also come up in the environmental review: the dispute over whether using imported water from the Colorado River to replenish the aquifer is degrading the quality of drinking water.

The tribe sued the Desert Water Agency and the Coachella Valley Water District in 2013 in an attempt to assert rights to a portion of the area’s groundwater. The tribe accused the agencies of imperiling the aquifer by allowing its levels to decline in much of the valley, and also by using saltier, less pure Colorado River water to offset the amounts pumped from wells.

Agua Caliente Chairman Jeff Grubbe has said the tribe’s members want to be involved in water management decisions and are concerned that using untreated Colorado River water will harm the quality of the valley’s drinking water in the long run.

The two water agencies have defended their efforts to combat groundwater overdraft. They’ve been using imported water to recharge the aquifer at the facility at Windy Point since 1973.

In this July 2015 photo, Percolation Pond 5 sits empty and dry at the Whitewater River groundwater replenishment facility. (Photo: Jay Calderon/The Desert Sun)

The agencies’ managers have insisted that water from the Colorado River, despite having higher levels of “total dissolved solids,” or TDS, than much of the valley’s groundwater, meets all drinking water standards and does not require treatment when used to replenish groundwater.

“We haven’t seen any adverse impacts of that recharge process,” said Mark Johnson, CVWD’s director of engineering. “In fact, it has improved water quality for some constituents, and the big one is chromium.”

The district plans to spend $250 million on treatment plants to remove the potentially hazardous heavy metal chromium-6 from groundwater in parts of the valley, as required under a new state standard. Treatment won’t be necessary in the Palm Springs area, though, because the groundwater has been diluted with Colorado River water, which has little or no chromium-6.

“We believe that recharging using Colorado River water is actually a benefit to water quality,” Johnson said.

The review process

In considering CVWD’s application, federal officials plan to carry out an environmental review. The Bureau of Land Management will accept public comments and hold public meetings on the proposal of granting a permit early next year, said Brandon Anderson, a BLM realty specialist.

Anderson said the environmental review will consider impacts on desert species such as the Coachella Valley fringe-toed lizard and Coachella Valley milk-vetch, an endangered plant that produces pink flowers. He said officials also will consider potential impacts on groundwater quality.

“We’re going to be releasing an environmental document, and this is the public’s opportunity to review and comment on all of the environmental impacts,” Anderson said. “We want to hear from the public if there are any additional items we need to analyze.”

He said a draft environmental report will probably be released next spring or summer.

The federal government is now in the position of being both the authority deciding on CVWD’s application and a party to the Agua Caliente tribe’s lawsuit.

The Justice Department has intervened to back the tribe in the case. But Anderson said the litigation is “not going to affect our process.”

Representatives of the tribe and the Bureau of Indian Affairs joined officials from various agencies at a “pre-application meeting” in March as well as a tour of the groundwater facility, Johnson said.

“They were all part of the stakeholder process,” Johnson said, adding that the tribe was represented by Margaret Park, the director of planning and natural resources.

Leaders of the tribe did not respond to a request for comment about the water district’s permit.

A key deadline missed

The Coachella Valley Water District was formed in 1918 and has been using the patch of desert next to the Whitewater River for nearly a century. At first, the district captured floodwaters there.

The bureau first granted CVWD permission for its dams, reservoirs and other water infrastructure in 1937. Some of the land is federally owned, while other portions belong to CVWD.

In 1984, the bureau authorized additional infrastructure and gave permission for CVWD to maintain its system of canals and dikes and recharge the aquifer using up to 220,000 acre-feet of Colorado River water annually for 30 years.

Water flows toward a series of ponds at the Whitewater River groundwater replenishment facility. (Photo: Jay Calderon/The Desert Sun)

That 1984 “right-of-way” authorization was set to expire on April 4, 2014. One day before the expiration date, on April 3, CVWD submitted its application for renewal.

The bureau, however, requires applications to be submitted 120 days prior to expiration, so it rejected CVWD’s request.

In a letter to CVWD on Jan. 22, 2015, Field Manager John Kalish explained there were other issues on top of missing the deadline.

“The renewal application proposes to increase the amount of Colorado River recharge water and occupy more public lands than previously approved,” Kalish wrote. He explained that under federal regulations, “a right-of-way grant holder must seek an amendment when a proposal is a substantial deviation in location or use.”

As for why the permit expired, Johnson said the district’s staff weren’t aware of the requirement to submit applications 120 days in advance.

“We’ve worked that out with the BLM,” he said, “so that’s not an issue anymore.”

‘A simple renewal process’

Johnson submitted CVWD’s new application in March 2015. In it, the district applied for permission to operate the facilities and have access for maintenance and other work on a total of 941 acres, including 432 acres that weren’t covered under the previous permit. Those additional areas include service roads and portions of the Whitewater River.

Johnson said the district also is clarifying in its application that the facility has the capacity to take in up to 511,000 acre-feet of water per year – enough water to cover an area of 400 square miles two feet deep.

CVWD and Desert Water Agency, when they receive their full allotments, can bring in 194,100 acre-feet per year from the State Water Project. During wet years, larger amounts can flow into the ponds.

Because the canals and pipelines of the State Water Project don’t reach the Coachella Valley, the water districts trade their allotments to the Metropolitan Water District of Southern California for equivalent amounts from the Colorado River. Met also “banks” water through an agreement with the districts, routing a portion of its flows to the valley’s aquifer when it has surplus water.

California’s drought, now in its sixth year, has triggered sharp reductions in water deliveries and left the groundwater basins dry much of the time. Last year, only 865 acre-feet flowed in, down from the four-decade average of 67,000 acre-feet, Johnson said.

Buoys hang across a dry canal that leads to the groundwater replenishment facility on the outskirts of Palm Springs. (Photo: Jay Calderon/The Desert Sun)

The facility, which collects both imported water and natural flows from the seasonal Whitewater River, is one of three operated by the water district. Other facilities in La Quinta and Desert Hot Springs receive smaller quantities of water and are used to replenish other portions of the aquifer.

Groundwater levels have declined in large portions of the Coachella Valley over the past several decades, even as the inflows of imported water have helped partially offset those declines. In recent years, the water table has risen near the groundwater recharge ponds in Palm Springs and La Quinta, while the biggest declines in the aquifer’s levels – in some areas 90-100 feet or more since the 1950s – have occurred away from those ponds in the middle of the valley.

Under its standard procedures, the federal agency will allow CVWD to continue operating the facility while officials carry out the environmental review and decide on the application, said Stephen Razo, director of external affairs for the BLM’s California Desert District Office.

“The BLM will look at the application for the new authorization and determine what level of environmental analysis is required,” Razo said in an email. “Given the maximum amount of water recharge CVWD proposes for the new authorization is more than what the BLM originally analyzed, the BLM needs to look at the effects of the additional water recharge.”

Anderson said the bureau considers the application a request for a new permit rather than a renewal.

The review under the National Environmental Policy Act will include a range of alternatives, from “no action” to CVWD’s proposal. Anderson said those alternatives, which have yet to be drawn up, could include a range of volumes of water.

“It’s just a simple renewal process,” Johnson said. “And it just takes time because of the federal process and the fact that their staffing levels are so low.”

“But we’re working closely with the BLM. We have a good relationship with them,” Johnson said. “We’re hoping to get our application approved here in the next year or so.”

Ian James can be reached at ian.james@desertsun.com, 760-778-4693 or@TDSIanJames.
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[bookmark: _GoBack]Flooding control

Could clearing cause problems?

[image: Microsoft PowerPoint - 2015 Arroyo Colorado Flood Enhancement]

Posted: Thursday, October 6, 2016 11:02 pm

By FERNANDO DEL VALLE Staff Writer

HARLINGEN — Work crews will clear about 19 acres of trees along the banks of Arroyo Colorado as part of an ongoing project to control flooding.

But city officials are concerned the work along the 3.75-mile stretch could hinder the upcoming Rio Grande Valley Birding Festival, destroy native habitat and drive javelina into nearby neighborhoods.

On Monday, the International Water and Boundary Commission will launch a five-month project aimed at clearing 50-foot buffers along the arroyo from McKelvey Park to the Treasure Hills area, Javier Mendez, the city’s parks director, said yesterday.

In its second year, he said, the project will cut trees along a point where the winding arroyo “bottlenecks,” obstructing the IBWC’s regional floodway system.

“There’s so much vegetation it increases the height of the water when it comes down the arroyo and it starts backing it up,” Mendez said.

Clearing the banks will allow the arroyo to carry more floodwater, said Sally Spener, spokeswoman for the IBWC in El Paso.

Spener said crews will work with U.S. Fish & Wildlife officials to plant native plants such as black-eyed Susan, climbing milkweed and cutleaf daisy along the 50-foot buffers to avoid disturbing wildlife and prevent soil erosion.

“We understand the community loves the beautiful Arroyo Colorado,” Spener said. “We know balancing the recreational aspects, flood control, environmental and habitat aspects is tough. But nobody wants to be flooded out.”

Monday, crews will begin work near McKelvey Park, Mendez said.

“We will leave a vegetated area of tall grasses in a no-mow zone immediately adjacent to the channel. This will be approximately five- to six-feet wide,” Spener said. “Then there will be a cleared area approximately 50 feet.”

In a meeting earlier this week, Mayor Chris Boswell expressed concern the work could hamper the annual birding festival, to run from Nov. 2 to 6 and based in Harlingen.

Hugh Ramsey Nature Park, part of the World Birding Center, runs along the arroyo.

“Save the areas where the birders are going to go for last,” Boswell told IBWC officials in the meeting.

Yesterday, Spener said crews will avoid birding festival sites.

Commissioner Michael Mezmar also expressed concern the IBWC’s work could drive javelina from the arroyo’s banks into nearby neighborhoods.

Early this year, city animal control officers captured javelina in the Parkview Terrace after herds climbed from the nearby arroyo, apparently in search of food.

In the meeting, Boswell requested IBWC officials to replace the agency’s use of the arroyo with the North Floodway, the regional canal running north of Harlingen into the Laguna Madre.

“It seems unfair that we became a floodway to relieve other areas,” Boswell told agency officials.

Boswell also questioned whether the agency planned to dredge the stretch of the arroyo to provide better flood control.

“We’ve talked about the need to increase the capacity of the canal,” Boswell said.

Officials said the agency planned to dredge the stretch in the “future,” but offered no timetable.

fdelvalle@valleystar.com
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Groups Sue Feds to Protect Endangered Ocelots in Texas

Friday 14th of October 2016

[bookmark: _GoBack]Public News Service | http://www.publicnewsservice.org/
[image: Conservation groups have filed suit to protect the endangered ocelot from a federal program to kill other predators such as coyotes and bobcats. (TomSmiley/USFWS)]

"There are lots of time-tested, non-lethal ways to prevent predation on livestock, and we would hope that in areas where you've got a risk of killing endangered species, that if those wildlife services would turn to methods that wouldn't put ocelots at risk," she said.

Adkins said the lawsuit, led by her group and the Animal Welfare Institute, seeks to force the USDA's Animal Plant and Health Inspection Service and the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service to use non-lethal methods to control predators in ocelot habitats in Texas and Arizona. Both federal agencies declined to comment on the lawsuit.

In July, the Fish and Wildlife Service released a long-term recovery plan designed to increase the ocelot population in the U.S. to 2,000 cats over the next century. Adkins said there are larger numbers of ocelots in Mexico and Central America, but that much of their U.S. habitat has been lost to development.

"Their range has really shrunk from what their historic range was because of habitat loss and because of past predator-control programs and exploitation by humans, leaving ocelots in just South Texas and southern Arizona," she explained.

Adkins added that federal officials performed a study in 2010 to map the ocelot's habitat, but have failed to use that information when setting traps for other animals. She said, so far, no ocelots have been killed in the traps and she wants to keep it that way.
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[bookmark: _GoBack]Some Environmentalists Say Glen Canyon Dam Plan Doesn't Do Enough For Endangered Species

By  Laurel Morales

October 07, 2016

Some Environmentalists Say Glen Canyon Dam Plan Doesn't Do Enough For Endangered Species

[image: http://fronterasdesk.org/sites/default/files/styles/news_story_210/public/field/image/2016/10/08flood4tubes.jpg?itok=i720PQv2]

(Photo courtesy nps.gov)

The U.S. Interior Department has released surges of water in an effort to push sediment downstream and to rebuild habitats and beaches in the Grand Canyon. The new plan would include more periodic high flows.

The U.S. Interior Department has come up with a way to manage the Glen Canyon Dam for the next two decades.

The plan released October 7 would provide water and power for its many customers in the West, while attempting to protect the environment in the Grand Canyon downstream.

When water is released from the dam to create hydropower, beaches along the Colorado River erode leaving little habitat forendangered fish or protection for cultural resources. In addition, the water temperature at the base of the dam is much colder than it was before the dam was built.

Researchers have studied the dam’s impacts downstream for the last 24 years. In recent years, dam operators have released high flows in attempts to rebuild some of the beaches.

Under the new plan the federal government will continue the high flows and replace some of the fish that have died.

The seven states that rely on the Colorado River as a water source, the power companies and the Navajo Nation have supported the new plan.

Environmentalists including Save The Colorado said the impact statement doesn’t comply with federal law. The group said the new plan would not “recover” the endangered fish and it doesn’t address climate change impacts on the river.

The Interior Department will make a final record of decision after a month-long public review.
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WaterNews

Marriage Of Coal And Water In Arizona Renews Vows 

October 7, 2016/in United States, Water & Energy, Water News /by Brett Walton

U.S. government moves to extend lease for coal plant that pushes the Colorado River uphill.

[image: Navajo Generating Station, a coal plant in northeast Arizona, provides the power for the Central Arizona Project canal, the thin thread in the foreground. Photo © J. Carl Ganter / Circle of Blue]

Navajo Generating Station, a coal plant in northeast Arizona, provides the power for the Central Arizona Project canal, the thin thread in the foreground. Photo © J. Carl Ganter / Circle of Blue

By Brett Walton, Circle of Blue

A five-decade-old bond in Arizona between coal power and the delivery of Colorado River water to cities, tribes, and farms may last another quarter-century.

The Obama administration proposes to extend through 2044 the lease agreements for Navajo Generating Station, a 2,250-megawatt coal-fired power plant on Navajo land in northeastern Arizona, and Kayenta mine, the plant’s coal source. Together, the facilities made Arizona the state it is today.

The union of coal and water is a foundation of Arizona’s economic and political rise in the latter half of the 20th century, and a monument to a bygone era of colossal engineering projects. Navajo Generating Station provides nearly all the electricity to push the Colorado River uphill to Tucson. Like a river in reverse, the water moves through the 336-mile Central Arizona Project canal, which supplies close to one-third of municipal water in the state. The canal, by some accounts, is Arizona’s most important economic asset, aiding the population boom in the Phoenix-Tucson corridor and providing an alternative to limited groundwater reserves that acted as a natural constraint on growth.

The Obama administration’s decision, laid out in a draft environmental review that was published on September 30, runs counter to energy trends. The coal industry is cratering in the United States, with coal rapidly losing market share to cheaper natural gas, wind, and solar power. Coal is also a dirty energy source, adding heat-trapping carbon to the atmosphere, a form of pollution that President Obama pledged to limit last month when he signed the Paris Agreement, an international climate pact. Among U.S. power plants, Navajo Generating Station is the seventh largest source of carbon dioxide, releasing 15.4 million tons of the gas in 2015. Continuing to increase the amount of carbon in the atmosphere almost guarantees a drier, hotter Colorado River Basin. The Navajo facility is a drop in the bucket compared to total global carbon emissions, but it is a symbolic drop in a region where water supplies will be severely diminished as the planet warms.

In this case, however, none of that matters. Climate considerations regarding Navajo Generating Station are of secondary importance to the federal government. Its overriding interest in the power plant, according to the Bureau of Reclamation’s Sandra Eto, is twofold: keeping water relatively cheap by providing reliable power for the Central Arizona Project, and helping Arizona pay off its lifeline canal by selling surplus electricity produced at Navajo.

The bureau was urged to consider replacing the coal-fired plant with renewable or lower-carbon power — a majority of public comments made that recommendation — but in its analysis the bureau determined that doing so would be incompatible with its two goals. Building a new solar array or a natural gas plant to fully replace the Navajo facility, or even buying power to replace just the federal government’s ownership stake, which is one-quarter of the plant’s capacity, was too costly, the bureau said. The future price of natural gas was too uncertain, and no extra power would be generated to help pay down the roughly $US 1.2 billion that remains on the canal’s repayment bill.

“We came to the conclusion that there is very likely no full replacement alternative that would allow for surplus energy,” Sandra Eto, Navajo Generating Station project manager, told Circle of Blue.

Instead, the bureau considered several partial replacement scenarios: swapping either 100 megawatts or 250 megawatts of the government’s 547-megawatt share for natural gas or renewable power contracts. It also considered decommissioning Navajo once the original lease expires in 2019.

In the end, federal officials — just as Navajo officials did in 2013 when they agreed to the lease extension — decided that maintaining the status quo at the Navajo station is the preferred course of action. Coal for the plant would continue to be sourced from Kayenta, a mine located on Navajo and Hopi lands and owned by Peabody Energy, a coal company that filed for bankruptcy protection in April.

Water-Energy Links

The supply chain for Arizona’s big water-coal connection is relatively straightforward. Kayenta mine is the sole provider of coal for Navajo Generating Station. The power plant is cooled by water drawn from Lake Powell, between 26,000 and 29,000 acre-feet of water per year. The water is not returned to the Colorado River system. On the energy side, Navajo Generating Station is essentially the sole power source for the Central Arizona Project pumps, accounting for more than 90 percent of its electricity.
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The ownership of these assets, however, is more tangled. The federal government owns a quarter of the generating capacity at the Navajo facility. The rest is split between Arizona Public Service, Salt River Project, NV Energy, and Tucson Electric Power. Two-thirds of the government’s share is used to run the canal pumps that lift the Colorado River nearly 3,000 feet in elevation. Revenue from the other third, sold on the open market, is deposited into the Lower Colorado River Development Fund, which pays off the construction cost of the canal. The most valuable portion — power at midday during summer — is sold to Salt River Project on a long-term contract. The rest is marketed by the Western Area Power Administration (WAPA). While WAPA sales generate revenue, they have not been profitable recently because natural gas is so cheap. The surplus power sales are still a net gain because of the Salt River contract, but the overall earnings have declined. That means an increase in water rates. For certain customers, CAP water charges will climb 8 percent over the next two years in order to make up for less revenue from surplus power.

Even as the federal government moves ahead with a lease extension, key partners are devising an exit strategy in case alternatives become more economical. The board of the Central Arizona Water Conservation District, which operates the Central Arizona Project, approved a plan in October 2015 for replacing Navajo Generating Station power.

The strategy relies on swapping Navajo’s coal power with natural gas from a “portfolio” of contracts and purchase agreements. Under this strategy, which depends on the future price of gas, no single facility would provide more than 15 to 20 percent of the canal’s power. Such a move depends on the price of gas. Under scenarios modeled by the National Renewable Energy Laboratory, pumping costs using existing natural gas power could be 23 percent cheaper or 21 percent more expensive than keeping Navajo Generating Station open, depending on fluctuations in gas prices.

“If we acquired additional power resources now that would only increase the NGS [Navajo Generating Station] surplus that is left for WAPA to sell, and those sales are losing money,” Tom McCann, deputy general manager of the Central Arizona Project, told Circle of Blue in an email. “Therefore, it is not economic for CAP to acquire additional resources while we still have NGS.”

Uncertainty Ahead

A number of other unresolved questions hang over Navajo Generating Station. One is ownership. NV Energy has indicated that it will sell its stake in the facility. If no buyer is found one of the power plant’s generating units could be shut down.

A second question is the endorsement of the Navajo Nation. The tribal council approved the lease extension in 2013, and negotiated $US 43 million per year in royalty payments. However, if ownership stakes were to change such that a new lease amendment had to be negotiated, then that could reopen the agreement, Eto said. Navajo leaders and the federal government are keen to promote the economic and employment benefits of the coal mine and power plant, but community activists worry about health and environmental problems from bad air. Nitrogen oxides from the plant contribute to the haze that veils a region renowned for its desert scenery.

A third question relates to water. Colorado River water was delivered to central Arizona starting in the 1980s in order to reduce the demand for groundwater, which was causing aquifers to decline and the land to sink. The Bureau of Reclamation says that it wants to keep water cheap enough that users are not tempted back to groundwater.

“In order to keep CAP water as a reasonable replacement for pumping groundwater, it has to be competitively priced,” Eto told Circle of Blue.

Others are skeptical of that justification. Martin Pasqualetti, an Arizona State University professor and co-director of the Energy Policy Information Council, argues that a higher price for water is an incentive to reduce waste. Arizona is not getting any more water, and may soon get less, if the lower Colorado River Basin tips into a mandatory shortage.

There is still time for debate. The Bureau of Reclamation will hold 11 public meetings in Arizona in October and November. A final environmental review is expected by the fall of 2017, Eto said.
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THURSDAY OCT. 13

USIBWC Meeting: The U.S. Section of the International Boundary and Water Commission will have a public meeting of the Rio Grande Citizens Forum from 6:30 to 8:30 p.m. at the Las Cruces City Hall Council Chambers, 700 N. Main St. Agenda items include the Rio Grande Riparian Ecological Corridor Project, bird hunting along the Rio Grande, and sediment removal from the river channel. Info: 915-832-4706, Shellie.Munoz@ibwc.gov.
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The Upper Colorado River Commission will fund $1.8 million in pilot projects if Colorado River users in Utah, Colorado, New Mexico and Wyoming are willing to reduce their consumptive use of the water. The effort is testing what works in a drought.

Mike Coronella

The Upper Colorado River Commission will fund $1.8 million in pilot projects if Colorado River users in Utah, Colorado, New Mexico and Wyoming are willing to reduce their consumptive use of the water. The effort is testing what works in a drought.

SALT LAKE CITY — Drought is turning the nation's largest reservoir dry — Lake Mead reached its lowest levels this summer since the 1930s — and Lake Powell is limping along, just a little over half full.

That scenario is prompting the Upper Colorado River Commission to offer $1.8 million in funding for pilot projects in which users in the upper basin states of Utah, Colorado, Wyoming and New Mexico voluntarily reduce their demand on the Colorado River.

The idea is to test what works and what won't work in a drought contingency plan, and what may be the most effective ways to keep water levels at Lake Powell at the elevation necessary to maintain hydropower production.

Robert King, the interstate streams engineer for the Utah Division of Water Resources, said the commission hopes to learn if river system conservation actually sends that water on to Lake Powell.

Because there are more water rights than water that exists in the Colorado River in Utah, King said the concern is even if there are reductions made along the way, there's no guarantee Lake Powell will see the benefit.

"We hope it works," he said. "A major part of this is to see how it works with water rights. That is what we are trying to evaluate or if it will actually take something more drastic institutional changes."

Municipal, industrial and agricultural users are encouraged to submit proposals that, among other things:

• Generate significant, measurable consumptive water savings.

• Involve multiple participants.

• Involve a ditch company or irrigation district.

• Include opportunities for federal or tribal participation.

• Partners with state in-stream flow programs and downstream water users to move saved water downstream.

Pilot program participants will be selected on factors that include implementation schedule, the identified environmental benefits, the cost per acre-foot saved and the demonstration of water savings.

Creation of a drought contingency plan is just one of the recent steps being embraced by Western states struggling with the dynamics of little precipitation, growing populations and increasing demand on water resources.

A huge chunk of the western half of Utah has earned a drought classification by the U.S. Drought Monitor, with a piece of central Utah that has moved into the severe category, according to the map released Thursday.

A new monthly report by the U.S. Department of Agriculture's Natural Resources Conservation Service noted the dry, hot summer that plagued the state, keeping Utah in its fifth year of drought.

Although the water year ended on a near normal level of precipitation, the rain and snowfall has not been enough to lift the state from its years of dryness.

Reservoir storage is down from last year, and managers across the state are hoping for a stellar year for snowpack, which delivers the majority of Utah's water supply.

King said Colorado River users interested in participating in the pilot project should submit proposals by Nov. 30.

Utah users can email Robertking@Utah.gov for additional information.
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COMMENTARY: Building RGV infrastructure up

U.S. REP. RUBÉN HINOJOSA | GUEST COLUMNIST Oct 9, 2016
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Building up the Rio Grande Valley’s infrastructure may be among our region’s single greatest imperatives to keeping pace with our exploding population growth and booming economy. The solution is expensive. However, it is manageable as long as we maintain a firm commitment to free trade, sufficient funding at each level of government and a long-term strategy envisioning the future of the Rio Grande Valley as the epicenter of global innovation in science and technology.

As a business owner, congressman and Rio Grande Valley resident, I have seen the positive impacts that open, free and fair trade has had on Texas and our region. Its proven success has transformed our border economy and it has also been a contributing factor toward post-recession economic recovery. The facilitation of trade through strong infrastructure investments has boosted economic development, reduced our unemployment rate from double digits to single-digits, and provided greater paying opportunities for all.

I have always supported free trade and commerce and I have fought and voted against some of my Democratic and Republican colleagues who oppose free trade agreements (FTA). I understand their concerns and recognize that their constituents may worry that they may lose their jobs due to bad trade deals. Still, I am convinced that positive, free and fair trade deals are achievable, specifically through effective bilateral and multilateral trade agreements. These FTAs have proven to create jobs and increase commerce domestically.

As a result of trade between our neighbors to the north and south, commerce has exploded in the Rio Grande Valley. According to the Office of the U.S. Trade Representative, the McAllen-Edinburg-Mission Metropolitan Statistical Area (MSA) has grown from exporting $3.168 billion in 2005 to $5.327 billion in 2015. To sustain the exploding population accompanying this fiscal growth, we must continue to invest heavily in the transportation infrastructure that not only supports rapidly increasing traffic on our roads, bridges, and airports, but also in infrastructure that delivers economic goods to consumers nationwide and internationally.

That is why I am a proud champion for interstate highways, overpasses and bridges. I fought to improve and elevate I-69, I-2, and US Highway 88 to interstate standards. These much-needed enhancements were directly responsible for the economic development that helped raise the quality of life for millions of people across Texas — many of whom fall under the national poverty level.

Demand and trade continue to expand. In 2014, the Pharr–Reynosa International Bridge generated over $30 billion in annual trade, ranking as the seventh largest land port in the United States. The Texas A&M Center for North American Studies predicts a 62 percent increase by 2020 in produce imports from Mexico through South Texas. Innovative infrastructure development, including the addition of Pharr’s cold storage facility, will help meet the demand and solidify its hold as the bridge with the highest volume of fresh fruits and vegetable imports nationwide.

In my first term, I helped secure a presidential permit for the development of the Anzalduas International Bridge. I am also proud to have helped replace the lost presidential permit for the Donna-Rio Bravo International Bridge, as well as $23.3 million in funding for its construction. The bridges opened in 2009 and 2010, respectively, and they were both approved for commercial southbound traffic in 2016. This latest development will greatly alleviate existing congestion and improve trade by reducing bridge wait-times. Together, these bridges are examples of international friendship and progress.

Also, expansion of the McAllen-Miller International Airport has overtaken the regional airports in Harlingen and Brownsville to become the leader in passengers boarding commercial and cargo traffic and capacity. Additionally, the International Boundary and Water Commission is nearing completion of the process to initiate construction for the rehabilitation of the levee system in and around Mercedes that will protect the area from future storms — thus, encouraging further development.

These are proven examples of cooperation at the local, state, and federal level.

I strongly agree with President Barack Obama who said, “Investing in our infrastructure is something that members of both political parties have always supported. … There is no reason why the world’s best infrastructure should lie beyond our borders. This is America… all we need is the political will.”

Continuing to improve our roads, bridges and airports is one of the keys to enduring job growth, economic development and trade, and the Rio Grande Valley remaining as one of our nation’s fastest growing regions. Smart investments in infrastructure will ensure our region reaches its ultimate potential and essentially uphold the promise of a brighter future for our children and future generations across the Valley.
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U.S. Rep. Rubén Hinojosa, D-McAllen
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[bookmark: _GoBack]NASA: Megadrought Lasting Decades Is 99% Certain in American Southwest
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A study released in Science Advances Wednesday finds strong evidence for severe, long-termdroughts afflicting the American Southwest, driven by climate change. A megadrought lasting decades is 99 percent certain to hit the region this century, said scientists from Cornell University, the Lamont-Doherty Earth Observatory of Columbia University and the NASA Goddard Institute for Space Studies.

[image: https://assets.rbl.ms/8194450/980x.jpg]Historically, the Colorado emptied into the Gulf of California. Today, what little remains of the Colorado River when it reaches Mexico has been diverted to irrigate the farms of Mexicali Valley. The rest of the river exists mostly as a dry memory.ProPublica

"Historically, megadroughts were extremely rare phenomena occurring only once or twice per millennium," the report states. "According to our analysis of modeled responses to increased GHGs, these events could become commonplace if climate change goes unabated."

Rising temperatures will combine with decreased rainfall in the Southwest to create droughts that will be worse than the historic "Dust Bowl" of the 20th century and last far longer. The Dust Bowl lasted no longer than eight years, and affected 100 million acres around the Texas and Oklahoma panhandles and adjacent lands in Kansas, Colorado and New Mexico. Dust storms swept through large swaths of former farmland, depositing dust as far east as Chicago, New York and Washington. It is estimated that more than half a million people were made homeless, and some 3.5 million Dust Bowl refugees migrated west, in hopes of finding work.

[image: https://assets.rbl.ms/8194391/980x.jpg]

Maps show risk of megadrought under different levels of global temperature rise.Science Advances

The megadrought study looked at conditions under a 2-degree Celsius level of global warming, 4 degrees and 6 degrees. With 4 degrees of warming, which is the rate the planet is currently heading for, megadroughts are almost a certainty. If the rise in global temperatures is kept to 2 degrees, which is the upper-limit goal of the Paris climate agreement, the risk of megadroughts is between 30 and 60 percent.

Currently, 62 percent of California—home to 39 million people—is under severe or worse drought conditions. The state is entering its sixth consecutive year of drought, with record-low levels of precipitation and snowpack. Moderate or worse drought covers 45 percent of Arizona and 37 percent of Nevada. The water level in many of California's lakes and reservoirs remains below historic averages.

Much of the Southwest relies on the Colorado River and its tributaries for some or all of its water. Beginning as a trickle seeping out of the ground above 10,000 feet, just west of the Continental Divide, the Colorado feeds critical farmland, public water supplies and helps generate hydroelectric power. Thirty to 40 million people rely on Colorado River water.

Historically, the Colorado emptied into the Gulf of California. Today, what little remains of the Colorado River when it reaches Mexico has been diverted to irrigate the farms of Mexicali Valley. The rest of the river exists mostly as a dry memory.

"The Colorado River is one of the most dammed and diverted rivers on the planet," said Gary Wockner, executive director of Save The Colorado, in an interview with EcoWatch. "In fact, every drop of its water, over 5 trillion gallons of water per year, is diverted out and the river no longer meets the Gulf of California."

[image: https://assets.rbl.ms/8194421/980x.jpg]California and the Southwest rely on the Colorado River for much of their water supply.Colorado River Water Users Association

Under the 4-degree scenario plotted by the study, all but the extreme southeast corner of California is at a 90 to 100 percent risk of megadrought. The Colorado River supplies 55 to 65 percent of water for Southern California. ProPublica reported last year that more people are entitled to Colorado River water than the river can supply—or has supplied, on average, for the past 110 years.

"Much of the water is lost, overused or wasted, stressing both the Colorado system, and trickling down to California, which depends on the Colorado for a big chunk of its own supply," ProPublica reported.

In California's San Joaquin Valley, over-pumping of groundwater for irrigation has caused the land to sink—in some places, as much as two to three feet. A NASA study, conducted last year, showed the extent of the problem.

One spot near the California Aqueduct sank eight inches in just four months. Toxic algal bloomshave affected more than 40 lakes and waterways this year, the greatest number on record. A shiftin electric power generation in the state away from dwindling hydropower sources to natural gas has cost Californians $2 billion and increased carbon dioxide emissions from power plants by 10 percent.

"A megadrought occurring again in the Southwest in the coming decades would impose unprecedented stresses on water resources of the region, and recent studies have shown that they are far more likely to occur this century because of climate change compared to past centuries," stated the authors of the megadrought study. They call for a mix of adaptation policies, including reducing demand, greater water efficiency, and shifts to groundwater supplies, as well as further reductions in greenhouse gas emissions.

"The implications are that the river is already severely depleted and the reservoirs are at near historic lows and all the predictions are that it is going to get worse," said Wockner. "And so people who manage water supplies need to be managing for less water."

Environmental journalist and nature photographer. Member, Society of Environmental Journalists. Follow me on Twitter @DanZukowski and visit DBZ Photo
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